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Fakaleiti in Tonga:
The Construction of Gender Category in a Polynesian Society
ABSTRACT
Many anthropologists working in Polynesia have been involved in research on a
special type of gender, not classified as either male nor female, such as mahu in Tahiti, fa-
afafine in Samoa, faka-leiti in Tonga. The pioneering study in Tahiti reported by Levi
?????,?????is now still significant in terms of detailed descriptions of mahu, men who
take on female roles in daily life even though physically male. Many anthropologists have
been puzzled by the definition of this kind of gender, and have applied many technical
terms, such as transvestites, transsexual, the third gender, gender liminality, or effeminate
male, to this category. Surely, it is very difficult to define this kind of Polynesian gender
category in Japanese or English because of its complicated meanings. In Tonga, a man
who plays female roles in the household, giving up male roles, is called a faka-leiti,
derived from the English word, lady, or faka-fefine, which means “the way of a woman”.
This paper tries to analyze activities of faka-leiti as a category of the third gender.
Key Words : Tonga, the third gender, faka-leiti
